can emit enough dollars to satisfy the world's trading needs and few enough to ensure that they can always be redeemed for a fixed amount of gold. The United States is ultimately damned if it meets the world's liquidity requirements and damned if it doesn't-as is the rest of the world' (p. 333, my italics).
In conclusion, Steil's book shows that it was not just Keynes who lost his battle, but also White. His 'Fighting for the US' on the basis of making sure that the dollar would remain the international reserve currency and that the International Monetary Fund would be the guardian of an international monetary order grounded on the twin supremacy of the USA and its currencygoing as far as betraying the confidentiality that his official position entailed by leaking information to the Soviet Union-only partially won out. The economic world did not evolve into a better and more secure place, as he had hoped and envisaged; the post-Bretton Woods events and today's monetary and economic dis-order are proof of this. On poverty issues, the distance between Europe and the USA is sidereal. This is something that experts in the field know all too well, but scholars not acquainted with the business of measuring poverty might not be fully aware of the distance separating Europeans from North Americans. Europe has a tradition of using relative poverty lines (that is, lines fully varying with changes in the distribution of income) and embraces a multidimensional approach. On the other hand, the USA adopts an official absolute poverty line (a line that does not automatically vary when income distribution changes) and shows little, if any, enthusiasm for multidimensional poverty measures. This simple fact is grounds enough for the conference that was organized by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) jointly with the University of Maryland in March 2009, in order to promote dialogue between countries on both sides of the Atlantic. As we find every so often, conferences give birth to books, and this is the case with Counting the Poor, the offspring of that important conference.
Universit a di Roma
Professors Douglas Besharov (University of Maryland) and Kenneth Couch (University of Connecticut) have edited the contributions of an array of authorities on welfare measurement. Overall, the book uses 31 contributors for 19 chapters, neatly organized into five parts, with most of the core poverty-related themes carefully debated. Parts 1 and 2 provide a survey of the statistical approaches used by the OECD and the European Union. Part 3 extends the analysis to social assistance and the impact of benefits on behavioural incentives. Part 4 deals with non-income poverty measures; it offers a discussion of the pros and cons of using consumption instead of income as a welfare indicator, and explores the role of household wealth in determining the poverty prospects of individuals. Part 5 is devoted to multidimensional poverty measures, one of the most controversial and debated topics at the heart of the recent literature. A well-balanced and elegantly written chapter by Timothy Smeeding (University of Wisconsin-Madison) sums up the research contained in the book.
The book does provide a count of the poor, as promised by the title, and the reader looking for data will find plenty of figures for an unusually large number of countries, including the rich OECD ones, the EU-27 club, and another 119 not-so-rich countries. Smeeding's proud comment is probably well in order: 'As far as I know, such a common discussion based on various sets of harmonized data could not be done and was not be done before this historic session' (p. 401). There is no doubt that the use of coordinated datasets brings important benefits to poverty analysts, especially when engaged in international comparisons. This come at a price, though, in that the data used in the book are not as fresh as one would expect. In fact, most chapters contain estimates for the early to mid-2000s. As a corollary, readers will not find any discussion of the financial crisis that hit the world in the latter half of the 2000s.
